Past literature has identified mental health issues for adopted people. Equally, research reveals that birth parents have ongoing mental health issues related to adoption grief that increases rather than decreases over time. Limited literature explores links between adoption and suicidal thoughts and behaviours. This exploratory study aimed to provide a space for narratives describing perceived links between adoption and suicide to be aired. Narratives from a purposive sample of 20 participants revealed six themes in relation to the study focus: reality denied, prescribed self, powerlessness, suicidal logic, suicide and turning points. A theoretical discussion is developed in relation to the findings, drawing on Girard's concept of sacrificial violence, Butler's notion of performativity, and Kierkegaard's notion of pathology of spirit.
Introduction

No longer can life hurt, reject or disappoint the eager soul, who searching in altered states of mind to find someone to fill his inner void, found no-one home, only the ache of loneliness. (Extract from Mother my name is son -a poem by participant Elsie)
Western adoption in the mid 20th century was an answer to several social problems, although reports of the over-representation of adoptive families in mental health services were known (Benson, Sharma & Roehlkepartain, 1994; Brodzinsky & Schechter, 1990) . Adoption became a confidential, irrevocable legal process where 'unwanted' babies were placed predominantly with childless couples, and the State was relieved of any burden of care (Burns, Goodnow, Chisholm & Murray, 1979) .
Over 200,000 children have been adopted since the first Australian legislation was enacted in 1896 (Marshall & McDonald, 2001) . Between 1968 and 1994, 97 ,167 adoption orders were made. Children aged less than one year adopted by non-relatives represented the majority of all adoptions. From 1972 onwards, a significant reduction in the number of babies available for adoption occurred (Healey, 1999) .
In the United Kingdom, in the 50 years after the Adoption Act of 1926, 'at least half a million women' gave a child up for adoption (Howe, Sawbridge & Hinings, 1992, p. 3) . Adoption orders by non-relatives 'peaked at 24,831' in 1968 in England and Wales (O'Halloran, 2006, p. 40) . Seventy six percent were babies aged less than one year. Numbers have declined steadily since that time.
Gair
The social construct of adoption
Adoption has served many emerging social needs, including establishing heirs and kinship, meeting labour needs, and providing a family building pathway for infertile (and fertile) couples. From the 1950s the 'illegitimacy' label identified unmarried women as 'unfit' (Swain & Howe, 1995, pp. 12-14,) and consequently they faced a traumatising 'Catch-22' situation (Harber, 1987, p. 163) . They would unselfishly relinquish their child for adoption or be labelled irresponsible by keeping their baby; but a coexisting social code dictated a mother would never abandon her child (Howe et al., 1992) . Matthews, (1984, p. 180) and others write that religious and welfare bodies took for granted that the solution to illegitimate babies was adoption by a married ('fit') woman, and adoption emerged as a 'forced' option (O'Halloran, 2006, pp. 28-29) . The literature suggests the birth fathers were disregarded and blamed for corrupting innocent girls (Witney 2004) .
Adoptive parents raised the child 'as if … born to' them (Boss & Edwards, 1992, p. 26) . The family was complete by naming the adoptive parents on birth certificates. It has been reported that many adoptees experienced positive family relationships; however, severe emotional experiences also have been reported (Benson et al., 1994; Triseliotis, Feast & Kyle, 2005) . By the 1980s, most western societies were 'in the process of re-adjusting their use of adoption ' (O'Halloran, 2006, p.10) .
Grief and loss in adoption
Loss features significantly in the adoption literature. For example, Wells (1993) , Logan (1996) and others found a high incidence of grief experienced by birth mothers that increased over time (Inglis, 1984; Shawyer, 1979) . For adopted people, the grief and anxiety associated with not knowing who they are has been discussed by Triseliotis (1973, p. 18) as 'genealogical bewilderment'. This concept encapsulates the missing information concerning the child's origins and absent parents. Similarly, unacknowledged grief is a theme running through some adoptive parents' stories (Marshall & McDonald, 2001 ). Types of loss include loss of a child and loss of the right to nurture that child (birth parents), loss of identity, the loss of both birth parents, and for some, a loss of culture (adoptees), and loss of fertility and their own imagined child (adoptive parents) (Winkler & Van Keppel, 1984) .
Suicide in brief
Suicide and suicidal behaviour have been topics of much discussion in recent decades. Young males and the elderly are at increased risk in western societies. Consistently, across continents, males are more likely to complete suicide and females are more likely to attempt. Repeated attempts are a predictor of suicide ideation and future attempts (Baume, McTaggart & Cantor, 1998; Colluci & Martin, 2007) .
Theories that help to explain suicidal behaviour are predominantly biological and medical (Taylor, 1982) , but there are also psycho-social ones such as Durkheim's theory (1897 Durkheim's theory ( /1951 on the strength of an individual's ties to the society. Risk factors include cultural background, age, gender, lack of social supports, substance abuse, a previous attempt, impulsivity, depression, exposure to suicide, and lack of family closeness. Further factors include loss of significant relationships, loss of a loved one, loss of identity and culture, and hopelessness (Colluci & Martin, 2007; Martin, Clark, Beckinsale et al., 1997) . Cox, Enns and Clara (2004) suggest that the presence of very low self-esteem facilitates a perception that the existing self is failing to perform to expectation, and its destruction becomes a viable option.
Adoption and suicide
Literature linking suicide and adoption is less common. Lee (1992, p. 21) writes that 'many women … grievously wounded by adoption [were] driven to such despair that some have contemplated suicide'. Benson et al. (1994) identify that some adopted teenagers may have increased risk of attempted and completed suicide, and Murdock (1996) reveals her relinquished son's suicide. While Hjern, Vinnerljung and Lindblad (2004) found that inter-country adoptees were more likely than other Swedish children to die from suicide, Feigelman (2001 Feigelman ( , 2005 found comparable levels of suicidality between adoptees and other adolescents. Psychological problems were evident if adoptees were co-residing with biological offspring, and adoptees were more Gair likely to use counselling services (Feigelman (2001 (Feigelman ( , 2005 . Harris (2006) revealed suicidality in depressed trans-racially adopted people.
The current study
In the past, small, qualitative studies have made significant contributions to the adoption literature (Hoopes, 1990; Schechter, 1960) . However, as noted by Webb, (2005, p. 2) the first thing that struck him about suicide studies was 'the subjective lived experience of suicidality was largely missing from the literature'.
The primary aim of the small, exploratory study described here was to provide a space for narratives linking adoption and suicide to be aired. According to Stanley (2007) counter narratives can provide an opportunity for marginalised experiences to contribute to theorising about social processes or events.
The majority of narratives presented here relate to adoptions between the 1950s and 1980s in Australia. A minority of participants spoke of adoptions in Britain during that time. In this article, emerging themes are identified and considered in relation to previous literature. This is followed by an overarching theoretical discussion offering further meaning to the findings, drawing on Girard's (1997) concept of 'sacrificial violence', Butler's (1990) notion of 'performativity', and Kierkegaard's (1849 Kierkegaard's ( /1980 notion of 'pathology of spirit'.
Methodology
Participants were recruited through personal networks, newsletters and the use of snowball sampling. An information sheet invited narratives from adult adoptees or family members who believed that links between adoption and suicide existed. The sample of 20 participants consisted of adopted people (6 females and 2 males), birth mothers (10), one birth father and one adoptive mother. Participants' narratives were secured through in-depth interviews or submission of a written narrative informed by the interview schedule. Conversational style, semi-structured interviews proceeded with 14 participants (Minichiello, Aroni, Timewell & Alexander, 1998; Mishler, 1986) . Interviews were conducted in [2005] [2006] in Melbourne, Sydney, Brisbane, Cairns and Townsville. Six personal accounts were forwarded to the author.
Open questions invited participants to discuss family links to adoption; the birth and the birth family and/or the adoption process and the adoptive family; how adoption featured in family stories; experiences of grief and loss; stories or experiences of suicide or attempted suicide; and any perceived factors linking the topics of adoption and suicide. A thematic analysis, informed by grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) aimed to identify themes present within the data. Stories were read and re-read and differences and similarities across transcripts were noted. Recurring themes received working codes as the analysis proceeded back and forth until a convincing 'best fit' existed between the data and the emerging themes (Alston & Bowles, 1998, p. 198) . To achieve the aim of providing a space for narratives, some longer quotes were deemed necessary.
Regarding limitations of the study, the small sample and the non-random, purposive sampling process, seeking participants who believed links between suicide and adoption existed, limit the generalisability of the findings.
Findings
The six emergent themes are reality denied, prescribed self, powerlessness, suicidal logic, suicide, and turning points. While differences across narratives of birth parents and adopted people are evident, some similarity of experiences is revealed.
Reality denied: 'He's not yours'
For birth parents in this study an incontestable denial of their parental reality challenged their mental health and contributed to unresolved grief, a reduced sense of worth, feelings of a stigmatised self, and a sense of the expendability of that self.
Joy was distressed over the dismissal of her rights as a birth mother: Rich (1986, p. 199) writes that 'when those who have power to name and to socially construct reality choose not to see you or hear you … there is a moment of psychic disequilibrium, as if you looked into a mirror and saw nothing' (Rich, 1986) . Aldridge (1998) argues that viewing problems as inextricably linked to the self can facilitate isolation, despair and hopelessness that may not easily be repaired and may lead to suicidal behaviour.
Prescribed (acceptable) self: 'I was never allowed to talk about it'
Related to the above theme, a number of birth parents and adopted people recognised the invisibility of their adoption experience within their ongoing daily social lives as linked to an unacceptable self. Meggitt (1992) writes that the separation of mother and child changes both irreversibly, resulting in a gap in their interior sense of self that remains unhealed and unarticulated. She further argues there is an ongoing collusion and deception required of birth mothers and adopted people.
Joy, a birth mother, said:
Over the last 30 years I've been living a life like a clown, behind a mask. Behind the happy front … is always a sad and lonely person … and that's how I've dealt with things because I was never allowed to talk about it.
Mandy speaks of being the adopted child whose needs were subsumed as she played the role of adoptee:
We were never allowed to talk about it, how we felt about not looking or acting the same. It was only ever brought up that our mothers were sluts … never seen that we were something that gave pleasure to their [adoptive parents'] Verrier (1991, p. 10) explains that adoptees become 'people pleasers' because of a fear, connected to rejection and self-worth, of the unacceptable baby re-emerging. Similarly, Marshall and McDonald (2001, p. 221 ) document the 'role playing' required in an adoptee's relationship with his adoptive mother. Several quotes above appear reminiscent of these concepts and of the words of Dessaix (1994) , who admits to a self-perception that troubled him all his life -himself as ugly. He describes coming to terms with adoption as mainly a psychic feeling related to finding an acceptable place in the world. Regarding the birth mother, Meggitt (1992, p. 50) writes that she is required to live as a woman who is not the mother of the relinquished child and 'to live this is to experience a denial of an essential part of one's self'.
Powerlessness: 'We need more control over our lives'
Some participants above alluded to situations of powerlessness over past processes. Powerlessness is further illustrated below, illuminating selfharm, suicide ideation and the notion of one set of rights to an authentic identity pitted against the rights and needs of others. Joy, a birth mother, blames herself for her lack of power:
One never gets over this cruelty and the lies. I am still very insecure. I blame myself relentlessly for not being more in control.
For Peter, an adoptee, a lack of information about his identity was destabilising:
I felt isolated, not knowing who you are -I was depressed.
Similarly this birth father states:
I think the whole thing somehow comes from treating children like possessions … A logical consequence of that collusion is a complete denial of the humanity of the child … Maybe all of the characters are expendable… The adoptive parents … want to plead 'this is our child now', especially if there has been issues of infertility … Children are a lot better when they've got a sense of who they are … the truth is what always sets us free … Not knowing -that is what often leads to the link with suicide or mental health issues … that's what sets it up so that suicide looks good.
Suicidal logic: 'that traced back to adoption'
For the three adoptees below, despair, depression, suicide attempts and suicidal thoughts are evident.
Anna admitted:
I have been treated for depression, I have been close to suicide -I can't say if I can connect it to adoption … yes I can … because it is connected to being a second class citizen, not the same as others. The only reason I did not kill myself was because I was going to take pills -no-one needed me, no-one wanted me -but the pills were out of date. I couldn't be sure they'd do it -I think secret adoptions are evil … you are borrowing an identity …
For Scott, connecting issues back to adoption made sense:
I probably hadn't understood until recent times that I was dealing with issues … that traced back to adoption -dealing with the core issues of my life and it was intrinsically linked with being adopted … to the point where I had professional counselling, I encountered depression, where I had suicidal thoughts, I never tried to take my life but some days were so dark … dealing with things like rejection, my self-image … it was like this big black dog inside trying to take dominance … it all fell apart and that's when the depression and anxiousness really kicked in. I really embrace so much more now because I know what sorrow and just utter despair feels like.
Below, Lindy describes her thinking about suicide as gaining power: Triseliotis et al. (2005) report, and the above comments mirror their findings, that birth mothers linked their psychiatric problems, depression and 'attempted suicide' to parting with their baby, while Benson et al. (1994) identify increased risk of attempted and completed suicide for adoptees.
Adoption is shame-based -suicide is shame-baseddifficult topics on their own but a double whammy together. I think there is a profound link. As an adopted person society judged me from birth, made decisions for me, withheld information from me and topped it off with the 'you should be grateful' to ensure silence, compliance … Such a logical resting place for an adopted child -suicide -I mean it's a logical decision, it's a decision somebody makes about themselves, a decision nobody else is going to make -
Suicide
Triseliotis et al. (2005) report severe emotional problems in 14 percent of adopted people, with significant feelings of rejection and loss, a low sense of belonging and bereavement over the break up of new relationships contributing to an increased sense of loss. The following lengthy quotes attest to deep grief, loss and trauma linked to adoption experiences and relationships.
Rejection, loss and a lack of fit are features in adoptive mother Elsie's story: 
Discussion
The above narratives describe devastating experiences linking suicidal thoughts and ideation to adoption. Rejection, feelings of being disposable, grief, loss, and prolonged low selfworth that was linked to suicide ideation and actions are common threads.
Departing from the rich narratives presented above, the following overarching discussion centres on three theories that may offer some insight into these stories. Grotevant and McRoy (1990) comment that with the exception of Kirk (1964) , limited theoretical attention has been paid to adoption.
First, the concept of 'sacrificial violence', identified by Girard (1977) , may be useful in trying to understand links between societal sacrifice, self-esteem, hopelessness, and suicide. In Girardian theory there are several steps to rendering people illegitimate and of no consequence. First, an object of desire exists. Second, this fosters an 'acquisitive mimesis' where a human seeks acquisition of that object. Third, a scapegoat or victim is identified, who is 'vulnerable and close at hand', such as those causing social disorder (Girard, 1977 (Girard, , p. 2, 1986 Townsley, 2003) . An element of atonement may exist after the actual or symbolic destruction of the scapegoat. Applying Girardian theory to post war adoption ideology, it could be suggested that once babies were in high demand, single mothers became scapegoats and their babies became the sacrifice for atonement. Some redemption was promised to single mothers if, without protest, they made the ultimate sacrifice. Such a scenario might trigger a disempowering and even soul eroding sense of hopelessness for birth parents and adopted people who may carry the burden of being unacceptable, expendable and sacrificed. These notions are evident in the above-named themes reality denied, powerlessness, and suicidal logic.
A second theory that may provide insight is Butler's (1990) notion of 'performativity', as discussed by Jaworski (2003) . Jaworski explains Gair that performativity is a practice being continually remade through repetition by which 'discourse produces the effect that it names' (Jaworski, 2003, p. 140) , and where 'performativity' can undermine the correspondence between the interior and exterior of the body but where there may be no choice or intent because it has a historical or ritualised existence in the society. That is, performers unknowingly or powerlessly perpetuate a public, social story through their actions, even to the betrayal of their inner self. The usefulness of Butler's notion, according to Jaworski (2003, pp. 140-141) , lies in its ability to offer conceptual space to dismantle discourses that were manufactured to appear as natural forms of practice, and therefore help repair the self. In reading adoption through the lens of Butler's notion, birth mothers and adopted people (aware of their adoption) contribute to and enact within their everyday lives the notion of 'the child born to' the adoptive parents. Some examples of this betrayal of self may include the adoptee's daily use of the name given to them by their (adoptive) parents, the adoptee's daily claiming of familial relationships (this is my sister, father, grandmother, etc.), the naming of the adoptive mother on the birth certificate as the mother, and the use of the birth certificate as identification and record of birth. Equally, the birth mother speaks only of subsequent children because she has been silenced as mother of her relinquished child and no longer has a legitimacy to speak her reality (Meggitt, 1992) . Such required performativity is evident in themes above including reality denied, prescribed self, powerlessness and suicidal logic.
A third theory is Kierkegaard's 'pathology of spirit' due to misrelation that manifests when there is a failure to achieve a sense of identity that has authenticity (Kierkegaard 1849 (Kierkegaard /1980 (Kierkegaard , 1845 (Kierkegaard /1988 Miller, 2003, p. 220 ). Kierkegaard argues that the self does not exist independently of the life it lives, and that to 'belong' is for the self to live with transparency in correct relation to the world in which it dwells. Kierkegaard goes further to state that such despair is not merely a feeling of hopelessness but an ontological condition where there can be unconscious despair (the lack of awareness of the misrelation) but also conscious despair, and awakening to the misrelation with accompanying opportunities to correct it. Despair, pathology of spirit, and failure to achieve a desired true self and identity all are evident in the themes prescribed self, powerlessness, suicidal logic and suicide. Action taken to repair and reconcile an inner and public self is evident in the theme turning points.
In summary, drawing on the above theories, it could be suggested that in the mid 20th century in Australia and Britain adoption was constructed in a way that may have sacrificed some mothers and their babies for a perceived greater good (Rachels, 2003) , and co-opted players to perform a lifelong role in maintaining the acceptable adoption story. This performance may have provoked, in this sample, despair and felt misrelation in a true sense of both their ontological self and correct biological relationships, resulting in mental ill-health. These theories suggest that a healing way forward may be found for these participants, and perhaps others with similar experiences, through advancing personal agency, revealing the denied reality, claiming power, recognising the disconnectedness for the self of the prescribed 'performativity' and reconciling the self through the honouring of respectful, transparent correct relations.
Conclusion
Limited literature explores adoption as linked to suicidal thoughts or behaviours. Equally, theoretical contributions to adoption discourse are uncommon. This small study revealed stories of depression, suicide attempts and completed suicides. Commonalities across narratives of both birth parents and adoptees included powerlessness, feelings of rejection, hopelessness, and being required to silently carry the burden of past processes. In particular, grief, loss and low self-worth featured in many stories. While some literature reports the success of adoption, these counter narratives give voice to different stories. Theorising about past adoption practice, in order to illuminate damaged and disconnected lives and to support healing and the securing and maintaining of an authentic identity, has significant relevance for clinical practice and future adoption legislation and policies.
